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B.C. should model water after DC: report

William Stodalka

Dawson Creek residents may think the community needs a new water source, but a think-tank has said the city's
doing a good job with the water it has.

The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) issued a report on Tuesday: "Counting Every Drop: The
Case for Water Use Reporting in BC," from researcher Ben Parfitt.

"The significant gap between what the provincial government charges industrial water users and what Dawson
Creek charges for water used by the natural gas industry strongly indicates that the provincial government is
foregoing revenues," the report states. "Higher water use charges would result in more water revenues and
encourage greater water conservation."

According to the left-leaning organization, the province receives $2.75 per Olympic swimming pool withdrawn
from lakes, rivers, and streams. By comparison, the city would charge about $11,000 for that same amount.
The rates paid by local users are slightly lower than those charged by Fort St. John.

In Dawson Creek, industrial users pay $4.50 for bulk non-domestic use water, and for bulk domestic use, that
rate is $2.90. Users of the Shell Reclaimed Water plant pay $2.50 for that type of water.

The City of Fort St. John charges residents $3 per cubic metre for bulk water for residential users. For
commercial users, that rate is $5 per cubic metre.

Parfitt suggested that the provincial government should look at emulating some of the measures taken by the
municipal government.

“Municipal governments have understood for some time, they get that their needs to be a price attached to water
for treatment and delivery,” he said. “I’'m saying the province could do a lot worse than to emulate what
municipal governments are doing.”

One Dawson Creek resident, Don Pettit, agreed.

“I think the city of Dawson Creek has set a good benchmark,” he said. “They're one of the few municipalities
who are charging appropriately for water for industrial purposes ... they reflect more the true costs of water and
the value of water.”

Parfitt noted that Dawson Creek has also faced various difficult water situations in past years.

During Stage 4 water restrictions last year, the city did not allow oil and gas companies to withdraw water for
industrial purposes.

In addition to all of this, Parfitt praised the city’s “innovative” approach to water management.

He applauded the city’s use of wastewater for fracking operations courtesy of the reclaimed water plant, saying
it was ““ a step in the right direction.”

The statements about Dawson Creek were part of a larger report that called on the B.C. government to change
how they manage water within the province.

It called for one sole agency to collect water use data in the province.

Reg Whiten, an independent watershed-planning consultant from the Dawson Creek area, supported the idea.
“I think from both a supply and quality side of it, there is some value in having a sole agency that’s arms length
and accountable and can be supported by other research partnerships for example.”
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The CCPA report also calls for the province to require all major water users meter the water they consume, and
report that data to the newly created provincial agency.

They also call for higher rates on water use fees, and a portion of these revenues would pay for a water use
database, increased environmental monitoring, and enforcement efforts.

Whiten also said he would advocate for some kind of levee on water use.

“You can create a pool of resources to do everything from water research to supporting watershed governance
decisions that you’re making,” he said.

Whiten said he would not like to see this as another governance level or advocacy-based group, “but more of an
independent, arms-length organization that can actually facilitate bringing information together and getting it
reviewed and perhaps instructing people on water conservation ... we just don’t have that at this point in the
Peace.”

Despite these calls, others have taken different approaches to water use in B.C.

Last April, Allan Chapman, a provincial geologist, was quoted as saying "The issue is not the volume of water,
but how it's managed."

According to his research, a very small percentage of the actual total river flow is actually used by industry and
other water users.

At the time, Chapman also said that the province could be considered as “a wild west” for its lack of water
regulations, and that more regulations about groundwater and other uses should be included.

Vivian Thomas, the communications director for the provincial Ministry of Forests, Lands, and Natural
Resource Operations, also said that this statement of water volumes did not include other charges.

"While B.C. may charge lower rates for water use than some other jurisdictions, other fees may apply," she said.
"For example, well application fees by the oil & gas sector generated $15 million in revenue in 2010/11."

Additional reporting by Gaven Crites
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